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Inciting the Social Imagination to Realising the Dream: An Unfolding Story of 
Transformative Action in a Low-Socioeconomic School 	  
 
This paper is an interpretive account of design-based research in a school that 
services economically and ethnically marginalised communities. Beginning by 
“inciting the social imagination”, the innovation realised the transformative capacity 
of agents who both produced and reproduced structures to change the routinization of 
practices for literacy teaching and learning in the school. The original research was 
generated in the global context of the new knowledge economy, where digital 
technologies take centre stage. Within its local context, Australia, the Federal 
Government has made the “Education Revolution” a key national priority of reform. 
The research aimed to bring about digital and print literacy reform through 
collaboration between researchers, the state teachers’ union, and the administration, 
teachers, students, and parents in a socially disadvantaged local community.	   
Theoretical Framework – Giddens’ Structuration Theory 
This paper interprets findings from the first years of a longitudinal digital and 
pedagogical school reform using Giddens’ (1984) concept of the “duality of structure” 
– the two-way character of structure as the medium and outcome of the individual 
action it recursively organizes. Giddens’ (1984) theory has earned good support 
within the discipline of sociology. When applied to research, it is successful in the 
analysis of individual action, without neglecting the importance of institutional 
examination (Giddens, 1981; Kaspersen, 2000).  
Method of Inquiry: Design-Based Research  
The original research, from which data in this paper are drawn, is a design 
experiment – a research methodology that generates explanations for how and why 
educational innovations work (Brown, 1994; Cobb, Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, & 
Schauble, 2003). Design experiments frequently begin at the school-level, with 
multiple iterations to scale up designs for developing curricula and policy (The 
Design Based Research Collective, 2003). This longitudinal, design-based researcher 
examined how a school-based literacy intervention could bring about teacher, student, 
and community transformation for improved print and digital literacy outcomes.  
Research Site and Participants 
The primary school has a student population drawn primarily from suburbs in 
an economically and socially disadvantaged region of Southeast Queensland. The 
school currently has a total population of 634 students from Preparatory to Year 7, 
including significant proportions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
(10% of total), children of Pacific Island origin, and English as Second Language 
learners. The key research participants were the three Year 4 teachers and their 
students (aged 8-9years), including those from low-socioeconomic, indigenous, and 
migrant backgrounds.  
Data Collection  
This paper analyzes social action within a longitudinal media-based literacy 
school intervention. The data was collected through ethnographic participant 
observation over a two-year period, including three days per week of on-site work 
focused in the Year 4 classrooms. Data sets include a) monological data: researcher 
journal, researcher blog, and focused lesson observations; b) dialogical data: audio 
recorded teacher interviews and meetings, and c) artifacts: teacher’s planning 
documents.  
Analysis 
Giddens’ structuration theory is applied here to understand the relations 
between agency and structure in technology and literacy in this transformational 
project for the social good (Giddens, 1984). The analytic themes from Gidden’s 
Structuration Theory that were applied to the data are outlined in Figure 1.0.  	  
	  
Figure 1.0 Analytic Themes adapted from Gidden’s Structuration Theory 
Findings 
This section theorises findings about the transformative character of human 
action by three Year 4 teachers in relation to uses of new literacy practices with 
technologies in the school. Within two years after the first contact with the principal 
and staff, there was evidence of the transformation of the Year 4 teachers’ routine 
social practices. Giddens’ theorem of the duality of structure helps to explain how the 
school system did not exist outside the action of teachers, but was implicated in its 
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production and reproduction. Three types of structures – domination, signification, 
and legitimation, - both constrained and enabled teachers to take up new digital 
practices (See Figure 2.0). These structural properties of the school system were both 
a medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organized. 
	   Constraining	   Enabling	  
Domination	  
Structures	  
(Resources)	  
• System	  problems	  with	  new	  school	  technology	  network	  rendered	  most	  machines	  unusable	  
• Technical	  support	  was	  often	  unavailable	  to	  maintain	  network	  continuously	  
• Insufficient	  numbers	  of	  electronic	  whiteboards	  or	  data	  projectors	  for	  whole	  class	  digital	  instruction.	  
• Teachers	  exercised	  agency	  to	  participate	  in	  research,	  gaining	  access	  to	  new	  technology	  resources	  	  
• Teachers	  gradually	  increased	  their	  contributions	  to	  planning	  and	  implementing	  new	  media	  programs	  	  
• Teachers	  selectively	  drew	  on	  teaching	  tips,	  published	  resources,	  and	  in-­‐class	  support	  to	  produce	  new	  and	  reproduce	  existing	  practices.	  	  
Signification	  
Structures	  
(Meaning)	  
• The	  existing	  patterning	  of	  teacher	  activity	  during	  non-­‐contact	  time	  constrained	  strong	  researcher-­‐teacher	  relations	  
• Professional	  development	  from	  multiple	  sources	  resulted	  in	  some	  teachers	  switching	  between	  pedagogical	  “quick	  fixes”	  	  
• Informal	  demands	  on	  teacher	  time	  were	  frequently	  deferred	  or	  resisted.	  	  	  
• Knowledge	  about	  new	  pedagogies	  and	  literacy	  practices	  influenced	  discernable	  change	  in	  teachers’	  discursive	  consciousness	  
• The	  teaching	  of	  new	  iconic	  systems	  of	  meaning	  (software	  interfaces)	  became	  understood,	  produced,	  and	  reproduced	  by	  teachers	  in	  their	  classrooms	  	  
• Formalized	  professional	  input	  was	  more	  successful	  in	  modifying	  pedagogies	  than	  informal	  change	  mechanisms.	  	  
Legitimation	  
(Norms	  and	  
Rules)	  
	  
• Existing	  school	  norms	  and	  rules	  to	  regulate	  student	  behavior	  were	  ineffectual	  in	  a	  significant	  minority	  of	  highly	  disruptive	  students.	  
• State	  Department	  of	  Education	  restrictions	  on	  internet	  use	  constrained	  use	  of	  educational	  web	  sites.	  
• The	  new	  principal	  and	  teachers	  made	  a	  concerted,	  whole-­‐school	  effort	  to	  increase	  positive	  learning	  behaviors.	  
• New	  domain-­‐specific	  rules	  and	  norms	  were	  generated	  to	  teach	  digital	  literacy	  practices.	  	  
Figure 2.0 Teacher Agency and Structure for New Literacy Practices   	  
Teacher Agency and Domination Structures 
Teachers drew upon existing and new domination structures made possible by 
the research intervention that afforded transformative power to change the school to 
some degree. This transformative action depended on the mobilization of allocative 
and authoritative resources. Authoritative resources refer to “command over 
personnel”, such as the provision of more technology, media arts, and literacy experts 
provided by the research intervention to support teachers’ use of digital technologies. 
Allocative resources refer to “command over goods or materials”, such as the 
economic provision for additional computers funded by the research initiative 
(Giddens, 1984, p.33).  
The digital technologies accessible to the teachers and students had reached 
their lowest point approximately eighteen months after the university team initially 
contacted the school. The existing sets of four computers in each classroom were 
unable to be logged in, even for offline computer use, due to technical 
incompatibilities between the old machines and the new statewide secure network in 
the recent technology infrastructural upgrade.  
The researcher’s access to new literacy practices using technologies was 
similarly compromised by the existing domination structures in the school and the 
timing of research funding for a planned trolley of laptops. Communication problems 
ensued as teachers missed vital email communication from the researcher, with 
mobile telephony being the dominant form of technology-assisted communication in 
the school. The researcher recorded these conditions for action:  The	  QUT	  access	  password	  that	  we	  have	  been	  given	  only	  worked	  once,	  and	  after	  the	  system	  requested	  the	  user	  to	  reset	  the	  password,	  it	  no	  longer	  connects.	  Lack	  of	  internet	  access	  is	  interfering	  with	  my	  work	  at	  the	  school.	  I	  have	  no	  access	  to	  professional	  contacts,	  emails,	  and	  electronic	  data	  management	  while	  on	  site.	  	  	  
 
While the Year 4 teachers had exercised agency to volunteer to participate in 
the research, there was a general sense of powerlessness about the potentials of the 
university intervention to make a difference in the school in the early months of the 
project. One	  of	  the	  teachers	  commented:	  	  	  “That’s	  what	  I	  don’t	  get	  about	  this	  whole	  QUT	  project.	  …it’s	  not	  because	  we	  don’t	  have	  the	  technical	  skills.	  It’s	  the	  resources	  we	  don’t	  have.	  How	  can	  you	  digitalize	  the	  curriculum	  with	  one	  Smart	  Board	  for	  two	  classes,	  and	  a	  couple	  of	  computers	  that	  never	  work?	  It’s	  always	  going	  to	  be	  just	  a	  “side	  thing”	  and	  won’t	  influence	  the	  whole	  literacy	  curriculum.	  	  
Within two years, the teachers were using a set of twelve laptops for whole-
class literacy lessons twice weekly, as modeled in previous terms by the researchers. 
Margaret had independently integrated writing expositions with web design using 
iWeb software, Neve had set up blogging sessions with her students in the secure 
school intranet, and Vivian had entered her class into a blogging competition. The 
teachers gained certification of their new competencies with technology in the 
curriculum, completing requirements to obtain a “Pedagogical License”. The 
teachers’ literacy planning documents, that had formerly excluded digital text 
production, now incorporated weekly web design activities to accompany the specific 
textual features of written narratives. The teachers, as knowledgeable actors, drew 
upon these new technology resources to change their existing literacy pedagogies and 
conditions for action.	  
Teacher Agency and Signification Structures 	  
Signification structures – the meaning and communication structures or modes 
of discourses – that influenced the transformation of social practices among the 
teachers were identified and analyzed. Modes of discourse include tacit and explicit 
requirements for researchers, teachers and students to act and speak in certain ways 
that legitimize or transform existing power relations (Giddens, 1984). Because the 
teachers’ existing patterns of activity during non-contact time did not facilitate strong 
collaboration and curriculum planning, formalizing regular meetings and workshops 
with teachers via the principal became necessary. As the teachers accessed 
professional development from a variety of sources, there was evidence of a tendency 
to switch between pedagogies, rather than make sustained changes to classroom 
practice. As teachers accessed and discussed new print and digital literacy practices 
with the researcher, there were discernable changes in the teachers’ discursive 
consciousness –  that is, what actors are able to say about their conditions of action, as 
well as their observed action. For example, new iconic systems of meaning (software 
interfaces) became understood, produced, and reproduced by teachers in their 
classrooms  
Teacher Agency and Legitimation Structures 
 
Teachers reproduced existing legitimation structures in order to include 
transformed uses of technology for literacy. For example, researchers and teachers 
followed protocols for approved web site use by the State Department of Education. It 
was consistently noted across one hundred lesson observations that the existing 
regulative discourses of schooling (e.g. chants such as “Hands on head, eyes on me”) 
were reproduced in predictable ways by the researchers and teachers during lessons 
with new technologies. While several new rules were generated to ensure the proper 
use of technologies, there was little transformation of the established tacit norms and 
explicit rules, which helped to maintain the productive flow of teacher and student 
interactions within the school institution.  
Significance of Study  
This paper has highlighted how teachers transformed their existing uses of 
technology resource structures, while simultaneously reproducing certain modes of 
discourse and rule-governed structures of schooling – demonstrating a duality of 
structure. The knowledge that teachers possess was not incidental to the patterning of 
social practices using new technologies, but was integral to it. The actions of teachers 
to change their conditions of action were not completely bounded by the system, nor 
were they totally free to recreate the structures in school system. Rather, by inciting 
the social imagination of teachers, the school was at once a site of social production, 
reproduction, and transformation.  
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